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Post-Constantinian Christianity in the United States
The fruits of Christianity were religious wars, butcheries, crusades, inquisitions, extermination of the natives of America and the introduction of African slaves in their
place.
-Arthur Schopenhauer
During a speaking tour of the United States in 1962, Julian Huxley predicted that religion and nationalism would quickly fade away and cease to exist globally by the year 2000, according to then undergraduate student Jean Bethke Elshtain, who took notes of the lecture and told this story to me on January 30, 2009. This was, we hope, the worst prediction he ever made. In the ensuing 50 years religion and nationalism have not only survived but also surged in importance and stature in many places around the planet. Furthermore, the complex and dynamic relationship between religion and nationalism continues to be filled with ambiguity and tension. Many religious leaders seek to influence political decisions and policies, and many elected officials proclaim their religious convictions in the formulation of their positions on various policies. Within the United States, competition for the "religious vote, " at the local, state, and national level, be it the "Evangelical Vote, " the "Catholic Vote, " the "Jewish Vote, " or other, is intense and encourages politicians to shape their messaging to obtain the votes of persons of faith.
Religion is one of the building blocks of worldview-the fourth of which I analyze in this book-and it may in fact be the most influential. Like the previous building blocks, the impact and influence of religion is in how it is perceived, used, and taught. There is an "ambivalence" to religion that cuts like a two-edged sword in that it can be used to promote peace, justice, humility, and compassion, or used to stir up hatred, intolerance, and bloodshed (Appleby 2000). The dominant religion within the United States is Christianity, and Christianity, since the time of Constantine, has been primarily understood as aggressive and assertive that accepts the use of violence in order to spread its beliefs and doctrines. The myth of redemptive violence fits well into the prevailing understanding of Christianity as believed and practiced within the United States.
I have chosen the image of the water heater for religion within our hypothetical fishbowl because, in a figurative way, religion serves to regulate the temperature of a society. Religion can serve to "heat up a society" when religious leaders support national decisions to wage war, or as a cooling agent when these same religious leaders call for grace, peace, compassion, and mercy. Pascal's bitter quip, "Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction" is telling, and is contrasted by Gandhi's comments: "I offer you peace. I offer you love.
